Elections involving women candidates in the United States can offer unsettling examples of voter gender stereotypes, but research on women candidates provides little in the way of available data that allows us to link stereotypes to voter decision-making. This project reports results from a 2010 survey designed to examine gender stereotypes, candidate evaluations, and voting behavior in U.S. House elections with women candidates running against men. In general, stereotypes are not a central part of candidate evaluations or voting decisions, but the political party of the woman candidate can shape their role in candidate evaluations and vote choice.
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The presidential election of 2008 was thought to be a breakthrough moment for women candidates in the United States. Senator Hillary Clinton, the first woman candidate with a real chance of winning a major party's nomination for president, won 18 million votes before losing the nomination to then-Senator Barack Obama. Governor Sarah Palin became the first woman on a Republican party ticket when Senator John McCain chose her as his vice-presidential running mate. Each woman campaigned around the country as a highly visible symbol of how far American women have come in political life. And yet, at the same time, each woman served as a symbol of the somewhat unsettled nature of public thinking about the role of women in politics. Whether it was a heckler calling on Clinton to "Iron my shirt" or a public debate about whether a mother of young children had the time to be vice president, the 2008 campaign was marked by both positive and negative debates about the ability of women to serve in high level office. Any excitement generated by these historic candidacies was tempered by discussions of whether Clinton was too abrasive and not sufficiently warm to be president and whether Palin was smart enough, too pretty, or too encumbered by motherhood to be one heartbeat away.
While highlighting the travails of Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin as examples of the challenges women candidates face in combating stereotypes may seem obvious because of their high profile and visibility, subsequent elections continue to offer evidence that women candidates are sometimes viewed through the lens of gender stereotypes. In 2010, Kelly Ayotte, the Attorney General of New Hampshire and a candidate for an open U.S. Senate seat, had to respond to concerns that being elected to the Senate would leave her with little time to be a good mother to her two young children. In running for governor of her state, Oklahoma Lt. Governor Jari Askins was asked whether, as a single, childless woman, she had enough life experience to understand the concerns of the average Oklahoma family.
Clearly, a good part of the debate about the qualifications of women like Clinton, Palin, and Askins was rooted in gender stereotypes about the appropriate role for women in public life.
Campaign observers, strategists, and candidates point to these gendered conversations as support for the visceral belief that stereotypes matter to the success or failure of women candidates.
Indeed, one of the major pillars in the story of the status of women candidates for elected office in the United States is that voters rely on gender stereotypes to evaluate these women and their suitability for office. As political scientists have examined several aspects of the realities of women's underrepresentation in political life, findings on the presence and direction of gender stereotypes have been a reliable starting point for understanding the context in which women are perceived.
A long line of research has documented that the American public often relies on stereotyped thinking about women and men in political life (Alexander and Andersen 1993; Burrell 2008; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993a; Kahn 1996; Koch 1997; Rosenwasser and Dean 1989) . This work often suggests that public reliance on stereotyped attitudes hurts women candidates at the polls as voters draw on negative assumptions about women's traits and abilities.
Yet, at the same time, it is difficult to empirically demonstrate the impact of stereotypes. Indeed, recent work demonstrates that overt bias against women candidates is fading, women who run for office win at the same rate as similarly situated men, and that the small number of women candidates explains women's underrepresentation (Fox 2010; Lawless and Fox 2010; Seltzer, Newman, and Voorhees 1994) . This would suggest that women's levels of representation are not necessarily the result of public antipathy toward their candidacies.
This reality leaves us with questions about how to make sense of two strands of research.
We can clearly document the existence of political gender stereotypes on one hand and can examine election results that point to women's success on the other. But what we are less well equipped to do is bridge the gap and illustrate how voters who hold stereotypes end up evaluating and choosing (or failing to choose) women candidates -specifically, how, when, even whether, they employ gender stereotypes in their voting decisions when faced with women candidates. This reality leaves us with an incomplete understanding of the power and place of gendered attitudes and gender stereotypes, creating a situation in which we have something of a void in our knowledge about the relationship between voters and women candidates.
This project contributes to knowledge of the ways in which voters evaluate women candidates for office by examining the role and influence of political gender stereotypes in the context of voter decision-making in real world elections involving women candidates. The argument made here is that the influence of political gender stereotypes must be considered alongside more central political and contextual variables such as political party, incumbency, and campaign context to gain a fuller understanding of the way people evaluate and choose women candidates. To support this contention, and to expand the methodological approaches to the study of gender stereotypes and women candidates, this project reports results from an innovative two-wave panel survey intentionally designed to examine gender stereotypes and conducted with a nationally representative sample of U.S. adults during the 2010 midterm elections.
The Prominence of Political Gender Stereotypes
A significant body of work suggests that voters ascribe to women candidates certain stereotyped policy competencies and personality characteristics. In terms of gender-linked personality traits, women candidates and officeholders are generally viewed as more compassionate, expressive, honest and better able to deal with constituents than men. Men are viewed as more competent, decisive, stronger leaders, and possessing a greater ability to handle a crisis (Alexander and Andersen 1993; Burrell 2008; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993a; Kahn 1996; King and Matland 2003; Lawless 2004; Leeper 1991; Paul and Smith 2008; Sapiro 1981/82 ).
Assumptions about women candidates and officeholders generally conform to stereotyped thinking about issue positions as well. Women are assumed to be more interested in, and more effective at dealing with, issues such as child care, poverty, education, health care, womens' issues and the environment than are men, while men are thought to be more competent at dealing with economic development, military, trade, taxes, and agriculture (Alexander and Andersen 1993; Brown, Heighberger, and Shocket 1993; Dolan 2010; Koch 1997; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993a; Rosenwasser and Dean 1989) .
Perhaps the most important aspect of stereotypes of women candidates is that ideas about the abilities and competencies of female and male candidates may serve as a basis for voters to choose or reject a particular candidate. Much of the literature on stereotypes and candidate sex raises concerns that the presence of gender stereotypes could mean that people would fail to see women candidates as having the right set of skills or policy interests to be viable leaders (Fox and Smith 1998; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993b; Lawless 2004 ). Indeed, a role for gender stereotypes in vote choice is suggested by Sanbonmatsu's (2002) work on what she calls a "baseline gender preference." Her evidence suggests that many people have an underlying preference to be represented by a woman or a man and that this predisposition is determined, in part, by gender stereotypes. However, results of previous work suggest that there is not clear evidence as to whether stereotypes will consistently hurt or help women candidates. For example, Lawless (2004) suggests that since September 11 th women candidates may face more scrutiny from voters whose primary issue concerns involve terrorism and military issues.
Rethinking the Role of Stereotypes
Based on past work, it is clear that many voters begin their evaluations of candidates by noting their sex and making some set of stereotyped assumptions based on that information.
However, one thing about which we still know relatively little is the process by which stereotypes might influence people's candidate evaluations and vote choice decisions when faced with women candidates. This is, in part, because much of the past work on gender stereotypes and women candidates has been based on experiments or hypothetical survey situations (Adams 1975; Brown, Heigberger, and Shocket 1993; Eckstrand and Eckert 1981; Fox and Smith 1998; Fridkin, Kenney, and Woodall 2009; Terkildsen 1993a and 1993b; King and Matland 2003; Lawless 2004; Leeper 1991; McDermott 1998; Rosenthal 1995; Rosenwasser and Dean 1989; Sanbonmatsu 2002; Sapiro 1981/82 A second reason to suspect that gender stereotypes may have a more limited impact in the real world than experimental findings suggest has to do with the central importance of other political cues, namely political party and incumbency. In the context of elections, voters know more about candidates than simply their sex, and a significant body of research points out the importance of party and incumbency in shaping candidate evaluations and vote choice (Conover and Feldman 1989; Downs 1957; Lau and Redlawsk 2001; Popkin 1993; Rahn 1993) . In the push and pull among these forces and voters' attitudes toward candidate characteristics, recent work suggests that party and incumbency continue to exert a stronger influence than do gender cues (Dolan 2010; Hayes 2011 Hayes , 2005 Huddy and Capelos 2002; Philpot and Walton 2007) . This dominance of party cues as an information tool only makes sense in an age of increasing party polarization in politics as a whole (Bartels 2000; Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2006; Layman, Carsey, and Horowitz 2006; Murakami 2009 ).
As a result of changing social attitudes, the presence of increasing numbers of women candidates, increasing use of partisan cues among the public, and limitations with previous investigations, we are long overdue for an examination of the public's reaction to women candidates that integrates both gender stereotypes and traditional political forces and considers them side-by-side. In doing so, this project examines whether gender stereotypes have an impact on two reactions to women and men candidates; the evaluations voters make about the abilities of the two candidates in their elections, and their vote choice. Survey data are employed to test the proposition, derived from previous research, that gender stereotypes influence the ways in which voters evaluate women candidates and chose whether or not to vote for them. As Figure 1 suggests, gender stereotypes can influence the fortunes of women candidates in two ways. First, stereotypes can have a direct impact on the evaluations people make about candidates or on their vote choice decisions. Second, stereotypes can have a indirect influence on vote choice through an impact on evaluations. Each of these possible paths of influence will be examined here.
Data and Methods
The data for this research come from a survey project that is one of the first large-scale examinations of public opinion specifically designed to examine gender attitudes, gender 
Measures of Abstract Stereotypes and Specific Evaluations
Two primary goals of this project are to examine whether and when gender stereotypes The second wave of the survey was designed to elicit respondent evaluations of the traits and policy abilities of the individual candidates in the House race in which they voted. Using the same trait and policy items described above, this set of questions asked respondents to say whether they thought that one of the candidates in their race for House was more likely to possess a particular trait or was better able to deal with a particular policy area than the other candidate.
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The two waves of the survey provide a unique set of measures regarding people's ideas about the stereotypic traits and issue abilities of political actors. In the first wave, respondents were asked about their trait and issue assessments of abstract women and men politicians. These abstract items represent what the literature generally treats as people's political gender stereotypes about politicians. In the second wave, respondents are asked to evaluate the specific candidates in their U.S. House race along the same trait and issue ability dimensions. These two sets of measures -abstract gender stereotypes and specific candidate evaluations -can then be used to test the proposition advanced by the literature that people's abstract gender stereotypes have an impact on their attitudes and behaviors toward specific women candidates.
Dependent Variables
Here, I analyze two dependent variables that measure respondent attitudes and behaviors regarding women and men House candidates in 2010. The first set of dependent variables is drawn from the series of questions in the second wave of the survey that ask respondents to evaluate the specific candidates in their race for U.S. House on the trait and policy items described earlier. The individual items for policy and traits are combined to create variables that measure how respondents evaluate their candidates on possessing male and female traits and ability to handle male and female policy areas 3 . This results in four variables -female policy, male policy, female traits and male traits. These variables are coded to reflect whether respondents thought the woman or the man was more likely to possess a particular trait or policy competence or whether there was no difference between the two.
The other dependent variables measure vote choice in the mixed-sex House elections in which respondents took part. These variables are coded to reflect whether the respondent voted for the woman candidate or her male opponent. This measure of vote choice, along with the candidate-specific policy and trait evaluation measures, provides appropriate real-world dependent variables from which we can evaluate the power of gender stereotypes.
Independent Variables
Given that the goal of this analysis is to examine the impact of political gender stereotypes on actual evaluations of women candidates, the primary independent variables of interest here are the measures of abstract trait and policy stereotypes that were asked in the first wave of the survey. If people's abstract gender stereotypes are important to shaping their specific political attitudes and behaviors, these measures should be related to specific candidate evaluations and vote choice when individuals choose between a woman and a man candidate.
Included here are four variables, one each for measuring the perceived policy competence of women and men on male and female issues and one each for measuring people's beliefs about whether women and men possess typical male and female personality traits. These variables are coded in the expected stereotypic direction. For example, for the variable measuring beliefs about the competence of women and men to handle traditional male policy areas, higher values indicate that respondents see men as better at these issues than women.
There are several other independent variables employed here. Primary here are two measures of party identification -one coded to measure whether the respondent shares the same party as the woman candidate and the other to measure whether the respondent is an Independent. Respondents who identify with the party of the man candidate are in the excluded category. Other variables measure traditional contextual factors thought to exert an impact on evaluations and vote choice -the incumbency status of the woman candidate, the competitiveness of the race, the percentage of total campaign spending that was spent by the woman candidate, whether the election was for an open seat, and how closely the respondent followed the House race in his/her district.
Analysis
Fully accounting for the potential impact of gender stereotypes on candidate evaluations and vote choice requires an acknowledgment that while we assume a direct impact of abstract stereotypes on specific candidate evaluations, stereotypes could influence vote choice directly or indirectly through an impact on evaluations. For this reason, the analysis proceeds as follows. In looking at evaluations of Republican women House candidates (Table 2) , we see a similar pattern to that of evaluations of Democratic women. First, the most important thing to note is the complete absence of an impact for abstract gender stereotypes in respondent evaluations of Republican women House candidates. These women appear to gain no benefit or suffer any consequence from stereotyped thinking on the part of voters. However, as with Democratic women, a shared political party is the most significant influence on respondent likelihood of evaluating the Republican woman candidate higher than her male opponent.
Interestingly, Republican women candidates also attracted more positive evaluations from Independent voters and those most interested in the House race in their district, and incumbent
Republican women House members clearly received more positive evaluations than did their male opponents. This finding, which seems in keeping with the general tenor of the 2010 elections, indicates the importance of traditional political variables and campaign context to the fate of individual candidates.
Vote Choice
While examining the impact of abstract gender stereotypes on candidate evaluations is an important first step, determining whether stereotypes influence vote choice decisions is perhaps the most important test of their influence. Indeed, much of the previous research on the impact of stereotypes assumes that people will employ these attitudes when deciding whether to support a woman candidate, often with negative consequences for that woman.
As suggested earlier, gender stereotypes can influence vote choice decisions directly or indirectly through their influence on candidate evaluations. To test both of these possibilities, Table 3 Turning to an analysis of the potential for a direct impact of gender stereotypes on vote choice in races involving Democratic women House candidates (Column 1), we see that none of the respondent stereotypes have an impact on vote choice. Put another way, people's abstract gender stereotypes about whether women or men are better at handling policy areas like education or foreign affairs or which sex is able to provide greater leadership or compassion are not related to their vote choice when they choose between women and men candidates in their local House election. Instead, there is one primary and dominant influence on people's vote choice here -political party. People who share the same party as the woman are more likely to vote for her than the male candidate of the other party. And, of course, the same is true for the men candidates -party identifiers vote for them more often than the woman candidate of the opposing party.
Column 2 examines the impact of stereotypes alongside the variables measuring the specific candidate evaluations. Here the analysis indicates that the important attitudes are those that people form toward specific candidates, not abstract stereotypes about women and men in general. Again we see that none of the abstract stereotypes are related to choosing a Democratic woman House candidate, but instead that the candidate evaluations are important. Not surprisingly, respondents who saw the woman candidate as better than her male opponent at handling both female and male policy issues were more likely to vote for her over her male opponent. The same is true for people who saw the woman candidate exhibiting traditional male traits. Evaluations of female traits are not significantly related to vote choice, suggesting that voters may place a lower value on these considerations when choosing for whom to vote. As with the analysis in Column 1, we see that political party remains the most important influence on vote choice for Democratic women. 
Discussion
In examining the analysis presented here, a couple of important patterns emerge. First, with one exception, there is no evidence that the abstract gender stereotypes about women's and men's abilities and characteristics that people hold have any impact on the evaluations they make about specific real-world political candidates for the U.S. House. In the one instance of a significant relationship (out of a potential 32), we see that people who stereotype women as less capable on economic and foreign issues are likely to evaluate their specific Democratic woman candidate lower than her male opponent on these issues. Given that we find this relationship for Democratic women candidates and not Republican women, we can probably assume that party stereotypes are at work here as well. But the data in Tables 1 and 2 make it safe to conclude that people are not bringing their abstract stereotypes to bear when they examine specific candidates.
A second pattern that is revealed here is that abstract stereotypes also do not shape people's vote choice in any meaningful way. Instead, these data indicate that specific candidate evaluations are the more important influence on vote choice. Voters appear to be seeing individuals, not abstractions, in making their vote decisions.
Finally, it is important to note that when we consider stereotypes as one potential influence among several more traditional political variables, we see that in every analysis, political party, and to a lesser extent, incumbency are the most important considerations. In short, people support the candidate of their political party, whether that candidate is female or male and regardless of abstract gender stereotypes. To more clearly illustrate this point, Figure 2 presents the impact of political party on the probability of voting for a woman House candidate, taking into account the impact of stereotypes and candidate evaluations. This graph presents the coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from the four equations in Table 3 to demonstrate that people who share a woman candidate's party identification are much more likely to vote for her than are those of the other party.
Conclusion
The goal of this project is to begin to examine an underlying assumption of much of the work on gender stereotypes -that since people hold clear gender stereotypes about the political traits and competencies of women and men, these stereotypes must somehow be relevant to the fortunes of women candidates for office. While this kind of assumption has intuitive appeal, there has been little empirical support for it from actual elections. The data employed here provide no evidence of any direct, consistent, or substantial impact for gender stereotypes on evaluations of, or voting for, women candidates. There are a few isolated instances in which abstract attitudes are related to candidate evaluations and vote choice, but key here is the additional role of political party. In each of these three instances, the impact of stereotypes suggests an influence for party stereotypes more than gender stereotypes.
Beyond the interplay between political party and stereotypes in shaping evaluations of women candidates, these data provide little evidence that people take any traditional gender stereotypes they may hold and translate them directly into a decision to vote for or against a woman candidate. Beyond this, there is confirmation that the same political influences that shape elections in general -first and foremost, political party and, to a more limited degree, incumbency -work in the same way when women candidates are present. These findings combine to suggest that our understanding of the ways in which voters evaluate women candidates is strengthened when we move beyond a singular focus on candidate sex to consider a fuller range of important political influences.
This research suggests some broader implications that can guide future work. For example, these data demonstrate that we should move with caution when we assume that experimental findings can be easily extrapolated to the real world. Instead, we should look for ways to conduct empirical tests of such findings where and when possible. We should also continue to evaluate the ways in which elections are governed by predictable political forces, even when women candidates are present. Given the increasing number of women candidates who run for a wide range of offices, we should acknowledge that women's uniqueness as candidates may be on the wane. And as public opinion data suggests that stereotypes of women and men may be easing, we should consider whether women candidates have successfully neutralized the impact of stereotypes through their decisions and actions.
Still, despite the analysis presented here, we should acknowledge the significant work still to be done in understanding the impact of gendered attitudes on the prospects for women candidates. We also need to examine the determinants of evaluations and vote choice for male candidates. We error when we assume that gender stereotypes are exclusively the concern of women candidates. Research that takes seriously the implications of gender politics for male candidates will provide a more complete picture of how all candidates navigate these complex considerations. Beyond this, we need to continue to seek data that allow us to broaden our understanding of election dynamics in the face of increasing numbers of women candidates. The data presented here represent an intentional and generalizable attempt to explore multiple facets of attitudes towards women in politics and women candidates in the context of real world elections. The elections of 2010 provided a good opportunity to begin this investigation, but understanding what might be the impact of a particular mix of candidates and campaigns in a given election year and what might be related to more longstanding ways of thinking about women and men candidates will require us to collect more data in subsequent election cycles.
While it is clear that the analysis presented here suggests a need for more nuanced thinking about the potential power of abstract gender stereotypes in American politics, nothing about this project seeks to make the claim that gender no longer matters to the fate of women candidates. Gender stereotypes may exert an influence on other stages of the electoral process, perhaps when women make choices about how to campaign or even when they decide whether to run at all. If there is one argument to be made, it is that the dynamics facing women candidates have changed over the past thirty years or so. Women candidates for office no longer face overt hostility and monumental structural challenges to claiming a successful role in political life. As a result, we must continue to redefine our research agendas, broadening and deepening our examination of the role of gender in our political system and seeking appropriate data that allow us to construct a fully developed portrait of the fate of women candidates in the real world. 
